Validation of a short-term memory test for the recognition of people and faces.
Memorising and processing faces is a short-term memory dependent task of utmost importance in the security domain, in which constant and high performance is a must. Especially in access or passport control-related tasks, the timely identification of performance decrements is essential, margins of error are narrow and inadequate performance may have grave consequences. However, conventional short-term memory tests frequently use abstract settings with little relevance to working situations. They may thus be unable to capture task-specific decrements. The aim of the study was to devise and validate a new test, better reflecting job specifics and employing appropriate stimuli. After 1.5 s (short) or 4.5 s (long) presentation, a set of seven portraits of faces had to be memorised for comparison with two control stimuli. Stimulus appearance followed 2 s (first item) and 8 s (second item) after set presentation. Twenty eight subjects (12 male, 16 female) were tested at seven different times of day, 3 h apart. Recognition rates were above 60% even for the least favourable condition. Recognition was significantly better in the 'long' condition (+10%) and for the first item (+18%). Recognition time showed significant differences (10%) between items. Minor effects of learning were found for response latencies only. Based on occupationally relevant metrics, the test displayed internal and external validity, consistency and suitability for further use in test/retest scenarios. In public security, especially where access to restricted areas is monitored, margins of error are narrow and operator performance must remain high and level. Appropriate schedules for personnel, based on valid test results, are required. However, task-specific data and performance tests, permitting the description of task specific decrements, are not available. Commonly used tests may be unsuitable due to undue abstraction and insufficient reference to real-world conditions. Thus, tests are required that account for task-specific conditions and neurophysiological characteristics.